One prevalent narrative describing Britain's relationship to Europe recounts the continent's allegedly almost blind admiration for Britain as a more advanced 'other' in its northern seas:
human values. For centuries these values have been promoted in many different parts of the world, including in countries that still today struggle with the legacies of British imperialism and its slave economy. The colonies used exactly those values to free themselves from British oppression. I started with Europe to arrive at Britain's global Empire, two things that are in fact closely connected. Since the beginning of the early modern period Britain was part of an Atlantic and of a wider imperial world, but it was also closely linked to continental Europe.
Britain's imperial power greatly benefited from this connection, taking advantage of Europeans' financial, material and human input. As Stephen Conway has recently argued, European soldiers, settlers, scientists, sailors, clergymen, merchants and technical experts became 'Britannia's auxiliaries'. Some supporters of Brexit seem to ignore this close connection when they refer to Britain's past greatness and imperial legacy to argue that a free nation can treat the entire world the same, where Europe and its economy are in no way different from any other trading partner anywhere in the world. This view of the world is based on countless 'unilateralisms', not much different from Donald Trump's vision of the 2 United States' future economic relations with the world. In the case of Britain, any such view is dependent on the conviction that the own nation, for historical reasons, is unique and as such the source of foreign envy. The following survey will show that this idea, rather than representing a historical reality, stands for a British projection on Europe and the world. It is the expression of an almost obsessive amour proper that has little in common with the view that Europe and the rest of the world has of Britain.
Did Europe ever share this idea of Britain's superior uniqueness? A look into the historian's sourcebook can shed light on mutual perceptions; and here Italian responses to Britain's role in the world will serve as a particularly pertinent example of a much more differentiated view. In 1851, the Italian philosopher and former Prime Minister of Piedmont-Sardinia Vincenzo Gioberti described England polemically as 'the Sicily of Europe': an oceanic island in the continent's northern periphery, whose connection to Europe was on par with Sicily's relationship to the Italian peninsula. Within this comparison Sicily stood for the most backward part of the Italian peninsula whose inhabitants, due to natural conditions and historical fate, lived in a different world, closer to Africa than to Europe.
Gioberti's idea of placing Britain within the extreme periphery of European civilisation did not emerge in a heated debate with political adversaries in parliament. It was not a slander reported by British police spies who had overheard a bunch of drunken revolutionaries in a London pub. Instead, Gioberti presented his idea of Britain's relationship to Europe in one of the most influential works of modern Italian political thought: volume one of his famous Del Rinnovamento Civile d'Italia, which presented its readers with a blueprint for Italy's political unification. Within this scheme, Gioberti's description of Britain's role certainly did not correspond to the ways in which the British people, during the mid-nineteenth century, perceived its position in the world, let alone in Europe. For the Italian political thinker, the main point of the comparison was not even to make an argument about Britain. Instead, he used the comparison to point his readers to Europe's political and cultural heterogeneity, including differences between its institutions and its constitutional developments. For the famous philosopher, Europe did not have one core and many peripheries; and there was not one way of being modern. Therefore, Britain could not constitute a model for anybody.
Convinced of Italy's cultural and religious legacy as a millennial civilisation of the Mediterranean, Gioberti rejected the idea that his country had to be taught lessons by seemingly more developed countries elsewhere in Europe or the world. 3 The case of Italy seems particularly relevant when thinking about Britain's relationship to Europe. Was it not Italy that needed guidance, that had to be freed, with British help, from despotic Habsburg and Bourbon rulers? And did Britain not attract countless Italian exiles that were dissatisfied with their political situation at home? While one might take the view that by coming to Britain these exiles 'voted with their feet', their assessment of British political institutions could be extremely varied; and it shows little of the blind admiration Britain so much liked to project on its foreign visitors. Italy's most famous exile in London, Giuseppe Mazzini, was quite open in his rejection of British political institutions and the materialism that informed the country's cultural values. In an essay of 1847, he insisted that Britain's "representative government" had nothing to do with "representative democracy", which he saw as the future of his own country. The two concepts "have nothing but the word in common." Moreover, despite the fact that many These few examples shed serious doubts over the British idea that Europe perceived its northern neighbour predominantly as a more civilised 'other', a country that could teach them a better future. From a modern historiographical point of view, any such model, where one part of the world has to implement the lessons learned from another, seems to aim at reconciling antithetically defined norms of development, explaining the past in terms of a predefined philosophy of history, exemplified in this case by Britain's role in the world.
Europe always drew on a broad range of cultural legacies and civic traditions, which were 5 revealed according to specific historic conditions and set in complex sets of relationships with each other, where "foreign" experiences are constantly translated and assimilated into local vocabularies. It is this complex process of intellectual and cultural exchanges that defined the continent's relationship to Britain, based on a close engagement with political institutions and cultural norms from across the channel, without feeling a need to emulate the other. In its long history as a part of Europe, Britain has frequently benefitted from doing exactly the same.
Rather than reflecting European attitudes towards Britain, the idea of Britain representing the envy of Europe has always been, and still is, a British projection on the continent, the wishful thinking of a country that tries to overcome its own identity problems by inventing a foreign image of its self-perception. Just as contemporary European discourse on Britain frequently refers to a failing health system, a class-based education system and the country's decrepit infrastructure, also the supposedly 'less advanced' nations of nineteenth-century Europe were fully aware of the limitations of Britain's contribution to civilisation. Using this polemic to point to the ontological difference between Europe's own assessment of its relationship to Britain and British projections on Europe, this is not to argue that Europeans did not at times seek to learn from Britain. But within this exercise of learning, for much of the continent Britain served as one of many models, and as little more than a discursive instrument, that was always met with critical reflection, frequently informed by a good deal of pride in the continent's own political and cultural legacies. Brexit is rooted in a long history of distorted views of British hegemony, views that were rarely based on hard economic or political facts, but on a discursive relationship fuelled by amour propre -selflove depending on the imagined views of others -that in historical perspective is easily taken apart. Only if Britain frees itself of this obsession will it be able to discover that it has always been part of a larger European whole. It will then see that much of what makes Britain's historical uniqueness is indeed the fruit of its exchanges with Europe and the wider world.
